The resilience of the Dutch
economy sharply declined,
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Preface
Many companies are in the middle of an
uncertain period. Since March, the world
suddenly looked very different for many
enterpreneurs. New business models and
emerging technologies are no longer
playing the leading role, shadowed by the
global impact of COVID-19 and the way in
which the virus can be combated without
having disastrous consequences for the
wider economy. This has not been an easy
task so far.

companies has increased sharply in recent
years, this increase has stalled in the past year.
There are barely any additional fast-growing
companies in 2019. In fact, there are even
fewer startups who successfully grew into
young scaleups. As a result, the chances of
a quick recovery from the coronacrisis have
been greatly reduced. This also means that
the recovery will take longer for other Dutch
companies which are highly dependent on
the conditions of the economy.

Yet scaleups, or fast-growing companies,
play an important role precisely in these
times. Not only do they create new jobs
aimed at the future needs of consumers and
companies, but they often also transform
sectors and (regional) economies by
driving innovation and change. We are all
familiar with examples of companies that
introduced new revenue models that have
now become the standard, or implemented
new technological changes. However, there
appears to be another significant advantage
to having a diverse group of fast-growing
companies.

The ScaleUp Dashboard 2020 highlights
the need for more meaningful and intensive
support for startups and scaleups. This will
make the whole Dutch economy more
flexible and resilient, which is necessary in
difficult times but also the long term, for
better or for worse.

Fast-growing companies provide economic
resilience, especially in times of crisis. They
allow for a faster and more successful
economic recovery and often serve as a role
model for other companies on how a crisis
can be used as an opportunity for innovation
and change. Unfortunately, the ScaleUp
Dashboard 2020 shows that the resilience
of the Dutch economy has declined, even
before the outbreak of the coronacrisis.
Although the number of fast-growing

Prof. Dr. Justin Jansen
Academic Director
Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship
Professor Corporate Entrepreneurship
Rotterdam School of Management,
Erasmus University

With the coronacrisis in mind, an additional
publication will be issued as a follow-up
to this dashboard: ‘’2020 Special Edition:
Scaleups in times of crisis’’. This publication
highlights important policy implications
based on extensive data analysis, literature
review, interviews and the results of a survey
among Dutch scaleups. This produces
important insights that serve as inspiration
to accelerate the growth of scaleups in the
Netherlands.
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A fast-growing company, also known as a scaleup,
is a company with an average annualised growth of
20 percent or more per year in employees and/or
turnover* during a measurement period of 3 years.
In addition, the company must have at least 10
full-time employees (FTE) at the beginning of the
observation period.
Source: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 2016
* In this study, fast-growing companies were selected solely on the basis of growth in fulltime equivalent (FTE)
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Most noteworthy
developments
Even before the outbreak of the coronacrisis, the growth in the number of scaleups
in the Netherlands came to a standstill. At the end of 2019, there were just over 3,000
scaleups in the Netherlands. In total, Dutch scaleups have grown by 232,000 FTE jobs
over the past three years.
Once again, there are less startups growing into scaleups compared to previous
years. Slightly less than 10 percent (9.7 percent) of the Dutch scaleups are younger than
5 years old. This is 2.6 percent less than the number of young scaleups in 2016 (12.3
percent).
Despite the fact that there are no additional scaleups, there appears to be more
companies that are growing in the Netherlands compared to 2018. More than half
(57.5 percent) of Dutch businesses achieved some degree of growth during 2018.
However, almost 38 percent of Dutch businesses are still shrinking.
Although the scaleups do reach a period of rapid growth, almost two thirds of the
scaleups lose this rapid growth again. The second “Valley of Death” thus appears to be
an obstacle that many scaleups cannot seem to overcome.
The highest concentration of scaleups can be observed in the cities of Amsterdam
(350; +9 percent), followed by Rotterdam (120; -13 percent) and The Hague (70; -18
percent). In addition, a significant increase in scaleups can be observed in the provinces
of Flevoland (+27 percent) and Groningen (+13 percent).
There is a momentum of rapid growth within the Dutch economy around energy
transition, the development of hightech and healthcare.
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Scaleup climate in the
Netherlands
“The scaleup climate in the Netherlands requires constant
attention. Scaleups are the engine of the economy; they
are responsible for most of the job creation, which is
needed now more than ever. Not only nationally, but also
regionally and locally. ”
Martin Luxemburg
Director Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship

Scaleup Climate
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The Dutch scaleup climate before
the COVID-19 outbreak.
(end 2019)

3,040

+1.0%

5.7%

232,560

scaleups in the
Netherlands.

of Dutch companies
(≥ 10FTE) are a scaleup.

57.5%

of Dutch companies (≥
10FTE) grew in 2019.
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relative growth in
scaleups vs. 2018.

growth in FTE jobs by
scaleups during the period
2016-2019.

9.7%

of Dutch scaleups are
younger than 5 years.
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Increase in the number of scaleups in the
Netherlands has come to a standstill.
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At the end of 2019, 3,040 scaleups were active in the Netherlands. Despite a small
increase of 30 scaleups compared to last year, the growth in the number of scaleups
has declined sharply for the second year in a row. The growth in 2019 actually came to
a complete standstill. The resilience of the Dutch economy therefore appears to have
declined even before the COVID-19 outbreak.
The situation is alarming, especially in this current time in which scaleups are an
important force in the recovery of the Dutch economy. Scaleups are often not only a
driver of innovation within certain sectors and economies, but also a provider of futureproof jobs. Jobs that are important in meeting new customer demands or developing
new technologies and applications. In fact, the ScaleUp Dashboard 2020 shows that
scaleups in the Netherlands grew by no less than 230,000 FTE during the period 20162019.
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The number of startups that grow into a scaleup,
once again, did not increase.
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The number of startups that grow into a scaleup has not increased in absolute terms
since 2016. In relation to the number of scaleups in the Netherlands, we even see a
decrease. In 2016, 12.3 percent of the Dutch scaleups were startups; in 2019 this fell to
9.7 percent. Startups appear to have less ability to grow into a scaleup as quickly and
successfully as before, even with all national and regional programs to stimulate and
support ambitious startups.
However, differences can be observed between sectors. For example, the number of
young scaleups within the ‘’Human health and social work activities’’ and ‘’Information
and Communication’’ sectors has grown strongly with an increase of 60 percent (both
from 25 to 40 young scaleups). On the other hand, the number of young scaleups has
decreased within the sector ‘’Renting and leasing of tangible goods and other business
support services’’, a decrease of 24 percent (from 85 to 65 scaleups). These shifts show
that digitization and healthcare for young scaleups is an important breeding ground
for successful growth, while new revenue models such as subscription types are less
relevant.
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Scaleup climate

The amount if growth in SMEs increases.
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Source: ECE based on CBS (2020)

The number of growing companies in the Netherlands has been increasing since 2014.
At the end of 2019, prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, more than half (57.5 percent) of
the Dutch business sector registered some degree of growth, compared to only 38.5
percent at the end of 2014. Economic growth over the past five years appears to have
been a major force for the increase in growing companies in the Netherlands. The
Dutch business community therefore appears to be highly sensitive to the economic
cycle and is growing not so much through innovative solutions, but instead by benefiting
from an increasing demand due to good economic conditions. The dependence on
cyclical conditions means that Dutch business is insufficiently prepared for economic
downturns.
Despite an increase in the number of Dutch companies that are growing, a significant
group of shrinking companies in the Netherlands remains (37.7 percent). The current
crisis has further reduced the number of companies expected to grow in 2020,
particularly in the sectors most affected by government intervention and a drop in
demand.
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Structural rapid growth often proves to be too
great a task, scaleups usually do not survive the
second ‘Valley of Death’.
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The ScaleUp Dashboard 2020 shows that the group of scaleups between 5 and 8 years
old has increased significantly. However, we see a drastic change after that. Nearly two
thirds of the scaleups subsequently lose the rapid growth and thus do not survive the
second “Valley of Death”. Despite a good starting position and scalable earnings model,
many scaleups struggle to attract new leadership talent with the necessary qualities and
skills to be able to manage the new phase the company is in, obtain follow-up financing,
and organise the enormous complexity within their fast-growing organisation. They
cannot overcome these problems and decline, sometimes even to bankruptcy.
The turnaround in the number of scaleups after the age of 8 is the Achille’s heel of the
Dutch scaleup ecosystem. As a result, a lot of potential for innovation and renewal is
lost, despite these companies having been very successful. This must change.

ScaleUp Dashboard 2020

12

“Many young scaleups experience a second ‘’Valley of
Death’’ and lose their rapid growth”.
Many startups are known to go through a “Valley
of Death,” the gap between the initial investment
and the critical follow-up investments they need to
boost their growth. Being innovative and promising
is often not enough for startups to scale up and
survive without an appropriate investment. A large
part of the startups that are able to get out of
this ‘’Valley of Death’’ and manage to grow into a
young scaleup, however, often experience a similar
situation for a second time around the fifth to tenth
year of their life, i.e. the second ‘’Valley of Death’’.
The latter may be more difficult to get through than
the first one.
Scaling up has three dimensions. Most attention is
normally given to only two of them, namely growth
in turnover and growth in engaging in external
relationships with customers, investors, suppliers
and partners. In fact, there is also third dimension
that has a major effect on the other two: dealing
with the increasing size and complexity of one’s
internal organisation. If companies fail to grow
their internal organisation properly, they will enter
the second “Valley of Death’’ and ultimately fail to
grow in turnover and external relationships. This
often happens between the fifth and eighth year of
a young scaleup’s life, when the complexity of the
internal organisation increases enormously.
Research shows that in this delicate phase of a
young scaleup’s life, the social fabric that holds the
company together inevitably changes. Different
leadership and management styles are therefore
necessary to keep scaling up. While automatisation
and specialisation become increasingly important,
young scaleups should not lose their entrepreneurial
identity. Leaders of healthy fast-growing companies
understand this and adapt their leadership and
organisational skills on time. The key point here is
that the organisation ought to master two skills that
are sometimes difficult to combine: driving growth
and managing it.

Prof. Dr. Tom Mom
Professor Strategic Growth and
Implementation, Rotterdam School of
Management

Based on the experiences of successful young
scaleups, the following three lessons can offer a
guide to young scaleups going through the second
“Valley of Death”:
1. Get the leadership team in order.
Create a cohesive leadership team with the right
complementarity, managing the balance between
expertise (e.g. finance, marketing and R&D), and
the right mix in leadership style and personality.
While the former will help you drive growth and
identify a challenging vision, the latter will ensure
implementation and follow-up. Mutual discussions
are good, but it is essential that the leadership team
forms a strong unit when it comes to the growth
ambition and the underlying vision.
2. Scale your own DNA
The larger and the faster your scaleup grows,
the more frustration will be generated in your
employees. People will ask you: “What are we
actually doing? Why? How am I contributing to this?”.
It is then important, from the very beginning, that
the leadership team ensures that the fundamental
mission of the organisation is clear to everyone.
Based on this, companies should formulate their
core values 
and provide examples of what they
concretely mean in terms of best practices for
different functions, teams and locations.
3. Professionalise the organisation
Healthy growers ensure that the organisation
“professionalises”. On the one hand, this means that
there will be more specialisation and that functional
areas will develop. Finances really need to be in
order and HR is becoming increasingly important
and advanced. Clear KPIs, dashboards and reliable
data are needed. Last but not least, you need to
overcome a final bottleneck: ensuring that you
have sufficient management and leadership talent
aligned with the company culture. Make sure you
know how to find and develop the right potential
leadership talent in your organisation.

Scaleups in the region
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Scaleups are clustered within the provinces of
North Holland, South Holland and North Brabant.
Amsterdam is the frontrunner; municipalities of
The Hague and Rotterdam are declining.
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Approximately 60 percent of the Dutch scaleups are located within the provinces of
North Holland (23 percent), South Holland (18 percent), and North Brabant (16 percent).
Nevertheless, other provinces are also developing well, with a relatively strong increase
in the number of scaleups in the province of Flevoland (+27 percent to a total of 70
scaleups) and the province of Groningen (+13 percent to a total of 85 scaleups).
Amsterdam also experienced an increase in 2019 (+9 percent), compared to sharp
decreases in The Hague (-18 percent) and Rotterdam (-14 percent). Fifty percent of the
scaleups in North Holland are located in Amsterdam, while only one in three scaleups
in South Holland are located within the municipalities of Rotterdam or The Hague. The
two largest cities in North Brabant, Eindhoven, and Tilburg, house one in four scaleups
in North Brabant.
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Retail and business services sectors have the
highest number of scaleups

2019

9,7%
18,1%

Wholesale and retail trade

5,4%

Renting and business support services
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5,6%

Human health and social work
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15,0%

Information and communication
Manufacturing
Construction

8,2%
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10,2%

other

10,4%

Source: ECE based on CBS (2020)

Once again, the “Wholesale and retail trade”, “Renting and business support services”
and “Consultancy and other specialised business services” represent the top three
sectors with the most scaleups. However, the “Wholesale and retail trade” and “Renting
and business support services” sectors are showing contraction compared to 2018,
“Consultancy and other specialised business services” is growing steadily.
The greatest relative growth can be seen in the “Human health and social work” (+21
percent) and “Construction” (+16 percent) sectors. It is interesting here that the “Human
health and social work” sector is also the sector with the most young scaleups, these
young scaleups are responsible for 27 percent of the growth within this sector. On the
other hand, the “Construction” sector among young scaleups is not experiencing any
growth this year.
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The greatest momentum of scaleups is within the
sectors Human health and social work activities
and Consultancy, research and other specialised
business services.
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-2 ,00%

-3,00%

% change scaleups in a sector compared to all scaleups in the Netherlands
Source: ECE based on CBS (2020)

This figure provides an indication of the growth in scaleups within various sectors. The
X-axis shows the percentage increase or decrease of scaleups in a certain sector, the
Y-axis shows the percentage increase or decrease of scaleups in a certain sector in
relation to the total number of scaleups in the Netherlands. The size of the spheres
represents the number of scaleups active in the sector.
This illustration shows that “human health and social work activities” sector has the
highest growth momentum and therefore has the greatest impact on the Dutch
economy as a whole. In contrast, the “Renting and leasing of tangible goods and other
business support services” sector is undergoing a major contraction.
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The vast majority of the scaleups are active within
the topsectors HighTech Systems & Materials and
Agri&Food.
2019
2,3%
2,3%

1,4%

4,7%
5,1%

HighTech Systems & Materials
35,5%

7,0%

Agri&Food
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Creative Industry
Horticulture & Starting materials
Energy

12,6%

Life Sciences & Health
Chemistry
Water & Maritime

29,0%

Source: ECE based on CBS (2020)

One third of the scaleups are active within one of the topsectors, these sectors have
been identified by the government as the most promising for economic growth. Within
the topsectors, the majority of the scaleups are active in the High Tech Systems &
Materials topsector, which is experiencing significant growth this year for the fifth year
in a row.
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The greatest momentum of scaleups is within the
High Tech Systems & Materials topsector, Energy
is on the rise.
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Only two out of nine topsectors have grown in the past year. The Energy topsector
is experiencing the greatest growth momentum, but is still relatively small to have a
major impact on the growth of the Dutch economy as a whole. However, since energy
transition is a major social theme in the Netherlands, more growth is expected in the
coming years. HighTech Systems & Materials grew the fastest in absolute terms and has
the greatest impact on the Dutch economy as a whole.
The Agri&Food topsector has experienced the greatest decline in comparison with
the other sectors, while the other topsectors remain stable or experience a small
contraction.
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Conclusion
In order to bridge the challenges of fastgrowing companies in the Netherlands
and at the same time encourage a larger
group of companies to realise new
growth opportunities, targeted policy and
intensive support are required for startups
and scaleups, as well as more generic
measures are needed to help companies
innovate. The additional publication,
“2020 Special Edition: Scaleups in
times of crisis”, analyses the effects of
previous crises on scaleups. In addition, it
examines how scaleups will deal with the
corona crisis in 2020 with possible policy
implications to help scaleups through the
crisis and thus accelerate the resilience
of the Dutch economy.
From this report, the following
conclusions are formulated with possible
policy implications:
From startup to scaleup: from productmarket fit to scaling-up process
The ScaleUp Dashboard 2020 shows that
the number of startups that successfully
grow into a scaleup has lagged behind
in recent years. The success of these
startups is largely determined by the
scalability of the revenue model and the
organisation. This is often the case with
late-stage startups. The figures shows
that the current support and measures
have insufficient impact on the rapid
growth of young companies. After the
product-market fit proposition has been
determined and validated, support will
have to focus in particular on the scalingup process. This involves gaining the
right knowledge about young scaleups,
nurturing their skills and providing
access to valuable networks of mentors,
potential investors and, clients.
However,
many
startup
support
programmes are short-lived and too
often focus on determining the value
proposition of a startup, while much less

on the process of scaling-up. That has to
change for a select group of ambitious
startups with a validated proposition and
growth potential and should be based on
intensive support with clear milestones.
If these are achieved, support can
be continued and intensified. If not,
attention should shift to other potential
fast growers.
Growing Healthy: Bridging the Second
“Valley of Death”
The ScaleUp Dashboard 2020 shows that
the success of fast-growing companies
is erratic and not steady. After the first
growth spurt, and thus initial proof of
success, almost two thirds of the Dutch
scaleups appear to have a major decline.
It could even mean that they then shrink
or cease to exist. To realise the potential of
fast-growing companies for sustainable
growth, we will need to focus more on
bridging the “Valley of Death”. While
young scaleups manage to successfully
pass the first “Valley of Dealth’’ with the
first growth spurts, entrepreneurs face
immense challenges in their path to the
second one.
During a period of rapid growth, the
complexity of the internal organisation
increases enormously. Social identity
is about to change. Other styles of
leadership and management are needed.
Effectiveness and specialisation are
becoming increasingly important, but
without losing the drive to win and to do
business.
Leaders of healthy scaleups understand
this and develop the appropriate
leadership and managerial skills on time.
The key point here is that the organisation
should master two – sometimes difficult
to combine – areas: boosting growth
and managing and steering growth in the
right direction.
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This can be stimulated by investing in
the leadership team, focusing on the
fundamental goal and core values,
and
further
professionalising
the
organisation. Targeted interventions
should be offered to successful scaleups
after their first growth spurt, but before
they reach the second ‘’Valley of Death’’.
These interventions must focus on highquality support and mentoring, flexible
programming, and specialist insights to
enable growth.
Generic and scalable support for
strategic renewal and new growth
opportunities
In recent years, many new initiatives
have been developed to strengthen
the entrepreneurship ecosystem in
the Netherlands. A lot of attention has
been shifted to starting new companies
and the continued growth of startup
companies. The next challenge is
developing a growth policy for the “other
50 percent” of Dutch SMEs: how can
we help stable and shrinking companies

ScaleUp Dashboard 2020

realise new growth opportunities?
SMEs must be encouraged to ask the
right questions and learn to understand
the consequences of fundamental
changes. An economy in transition
requires imagination and change, also
from the government. New technology
can help with this, but also smart tools
and techniques that are widely used to
provide SME entrepreneurs with answers
to the most important question about the
future: how can I grow in an economy in
transition? For example, gamification and
the development of serious games can
help us understand which changes can
be disruptive, and how companies can
see new developments as an opportunity
instead of a threat.
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Research Accountability
The ScaleUp Dashboard is an annual publication and provides insight into the
landscape and state of fast-growing companies in the Netherlands. The publication is
part of the long-term research into fast-growing companies of the Erasmus Centre for
Entrepreneurship and Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University.
The dataset for this report was compiled in collaboration with the Central Bureau
of Statistics (CBS). The growth in the number of employees serves as the basis for
determining the growth in the dataset. For this purpose, data from the Business
Demographic Framework and the System of Social Statistical Files were used.
The data from CBS is provided anonymously. In order to guarantee this anonymity, the
data supplied has been rounded off to fives. The figures mentioned and the results of
the analyses may therefore differ slightly from reality.
The data collected by Statistics Netherlands comes from various sources:
Chamber of Commerce
The tax
Institute for Employee Insurance
The Dutch bank
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About Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship
Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship is Europe’s leading entrepreneurship centre. Driven
by the belief that entrepreneurship is the most important condition for innovation, we
strive to weave entrepreneurship into people’s DNA, leveraging the knowledge and
network of Erasmus University Rotterdam, a university founded by entrepreneurs more
than 100 years ago. The ScaleUp Dashboard is one of many research projects that we
conduct every year to monitor the Dutch innovation ecosystem and provide insights
to strengthen it.

Research into scaleups
Scaleups play an important role for the Dutch economy: not only do they provide new
business activities and job creation, but they also bring changes and innovation with
them. It is therefore necessary that we as a country continue to invest in supporting
startups and scaleups with our local and national government agencies. It is especially
important now more than ever to do so in times of crisis. In this way we can strengthen
(local) innovation ecosystems and increase the positive impact of fast-growing
companies on a city or region.
At the Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship, we work together with various
municipalities, development companies, ministries and other public organisations
around the world to help them realise that mission. We offer them scientific insights
into their ecosystem and the companies that play an important role in it. At the same
time, we combine this with practical knowledge and recommendations to create a
favourable economic environment that enables local businesses to continue to grow
and innovate.
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Interested?
www.scaleupdashboard.com
E-mail: research@ece.nl
Tel: 010 302 1331

Reach out:

Prof. Dr. Justin Jansen
Academic Director

Leonardo Fuligni
Head of Scaleup Research

jjansen@rsm.nl

fuligni@ece.nl
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